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Where "Philosophy" and "Literature" Converge
Exploring Tibetan Buddhist Writings about Reality

YAROSLAV KOMAROVSKI

Philosophy as a Part of the "Buddhist Project"
It is wen known that the Buddha presented his teachings not just as a
phUosophical system. but as a raft to cross the ocean of sa1(lSara and reach
the other shore of nirvalJAj that he did not answer certain phUosophical
questions because they were not essential for achieving that goal; and that
he likened musings about some phUosophical issues to inquiries about the
origins and nature of the poison by a person shot with a poisonous arrow.
On the other hand. we also know that all such statements about what the
Buddha said or said not and why are liable to-and have received-various
interpretations. We furthermore know that over time. Buddhists devdoped
an impressive amount of phUosophical positions on what the nature and
origin of the universe are. how our mind works. how it perceives the world.
and much more. Whether or not one suspects some contradictions here.
when we turn to specific Buddhist cultures-such as the one devdoped in
Tibet-we observe that. overall. Buddhists do not see phUosophical inquiry
as contradictory to the nature and objectives of the Buddha's teachings.
Even more: phUosophical analysis. in one or another form. is often seen
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as helping-and at times as absolutely necessary-to achieve those very
objectives. That said-or better still, because of that-one can argue that
Buddhist philosophy can be adequately understood only as a part of the
overall Buddhist project, which includes both the final objective of nirvd1Ja and such means of achieving that and other, subsidiary objectives
as B~ddhist contemplative practices.'
Now, within this overall project, philosophical thinking-such as
inquiry into the nature of being, knowledge, logic, or action-is not the
only means of achieving those objectives. Arguably, it can work in tandem
with, or be entirely replaced by other techniques which are articulated
in practical contemplative instructions, inspirational poetry, ritual chants,
and so forth. Correspondingly, depending on what the context is, philosophical writings might not be prioritized over poems reflecting personal
realization of reality or contemplative and ritual manuals. And even those
texts that are usually treated as representative of Buddhist philosophical
writings, upon a closer look turn out to be much more than "purely" philosophical, providing, among other things, inspiration for and instructions
on contemplative practices and descriptions of their practical outcomes.
Alternatively, some writings that could otherwise be classified as religious
poetry, for example, can be of highly philosophical nature. They can also
present philosophical thinking as embedded in the abovementioned Buddhist project, and explain how it is supposed to work toward achieving
the stated objectives of that project. In fact, one has to look hard to find
a Buddhist text that can be treated as purely philosophical.
This brings us to the objective of this chapter, which is to demonstrate, with reference to Tibetan Buddhist writings, that their multilayered
nature resists categorization as exclusively "literary" or "philosophical,"
thereby putting into question the centuries-long divide between literature
and philosophy maintained by Western thought. To achieve this objective,
we will look at how Madhyamaka-a system of thought and practice
that has received a considerable amount of attention in both traditional
Buddhist and contemporary Western scholarship-is approached in
several representative texts. Based on their structure and contents, I will
demonstrate how, both in terms of objectives and topics addressed, those
texts-like the Madhyamaka system to which they contribute-transcend
the exclusively philosophical realm. When taken together, the form, contents, and overall context of Madhyamaka writings indicate that those
texts cannot be understood as purely philosophical. Furthermore, certain
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dements of those texts come closer to what otherwise can be treated as
nonphilosophicalliterature.
In what follows, I will not be attempting to unequivocally define
"literature" and "philosophy." Yet, having used such terms as "purely philosophical" and "nonphilosophicalliterature," a few words are in order about
what I refer to as "philosophy" and "literature." In approaching these terms,
I am content to follow the Oxford Dictionary of English, which describes
philosophy as "the study of the fundamental nature of knowledge, reality,
and existence, especially when considered as an academic discipline" (1335),
and literature as "written works, especially those considered of superior
or lasting artistic merit" (1031). Both descriptions are fairly vague, and,
importantly for our task, allow for a significant overlap between philosophy and literature. This overlap is further highlighted by my usage of
such terms as "philosophical literature" and "nonphilosophicalliterature":
I am taking for granted that philosophical literature is a type of literature.
Were one to ask, based on the above descriptions alone, whether
Buddhist philosophy dealt with in Tibetan philosophical writings is philosophy, literature, or both, the answer will be "it is clearly both," and we
will have to proceed no further. Yet, one often encounters a much narrower
understanding of philosophy, which I refer to as "pure philosophy." This
understanding limits philosophy to rational. analytical, reasoning-based
inquiry, which excludes those modes of thinking that are not analytical,
not based on reasoning. 2 The discussion bdow is intended to demonstrate
that this narrowly understood version of philosophy is not applicable
to Tibetan Buddhism. Correspondingly, the literature-versus-philosophy
divide whose applicability to Buddhist philosophical writings I question
is not one between philosophical writings and literature per se, but one
between this narrowly understood "purely philosophical" literature on the
one hand. and "nonphilosophical" literature on the other. My main focus
will be on demonstrating how and why Buddhist philosophical literature
transcends the boundaries of pure philosophy. displaying features that are
usually attributed to nonphilosophical literature.

Literature and Philosophy in Tibetan Buddhist Context
Although this chapter will treat literature and philosophy as if they
were emic Tibetan categories. from the beginning I should point out
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varies accordingly. 3 Attitudes to their usage and preferences of one type of
scriptural statements or reasoning over another vary too. But overall. the
prominent role played by. and the importance attached to. both scriptural
statements and reasoning in Tibetan philosophical writings is difficult to
overestimate.
A large part of what are considered to be scriptural statements is
found in Buddhist sutras. tantras. their authoritative Indian commentaries.
and independent works contained in the Tibetan Buddhist canon. Far
from being limited to philosophical works per set those writings are very
diverse and include ritual texts. poetic expressions of meditative experience.
instructions on contemplative practice. devotional hymns. prophetic writings,
and more. Another layer of scriptural statements is the multifarious writings
of Tibetan masters that assumed a canonical status. Such different types
of scriptural statements can be woven into the very fabric and comprise
an inseparable part of Buddhist philosophical works.
To understand why Tibetan Buddhist thinkers feel compelled to
utilize such writings as devotional poetry or contemplative manuals in
their philosophical works, it is important to recall that Tibetan Buddhist
philosophy-and Buddhist philosophy more generally-is embedded in
its religious context. It is treated as the means of achieving soteriological
objectives. as well as exploring and justifying nirvtir;a, the realization of
ultimate reality, the transcendence of all concepts. and other such phenomena that purportedly cannot be verified based on reasoned thinking
alone. without recourse to such means as direct experience or scriptural
authority. Emptiness and the two truths. for example. are supposed to
be realized and cultivated on the path. and teachings about them are
embedded within the framework of the Four Noble Truths and the
Three Jewels, where philosophical thinking plays a role subservient to the
Buddhist religious or soteriological objectives-objectives which are not
purely philosophical and not articulated by means of philosophy alone.
Furthermore. while philosophical reasoning is treated as an important means of accessing realization of reality. abandoning all views. and
achieving nirvtir;a, a significant number of Tibetan philosophical writings
suggest. whether directly or indirectly. that the nature of those advanced
states and realizations is better expressed or approximated by tantric works.
devotional hymns. and contemplative texts composed by such influential
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figures as Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, Maitreya, and Milarepa, or attributed to the
Buddha himsel£ Hence, in the middle of a philosophical discourse on the
nature of reality one can find citations from the Hevajra or Guhyasamdja
tantras, Nagarjuna's devotional hymns, AtiSa's contemplative instructions,
or Milarepa's songs of contemplative realization. Those passages serve the
double role of adding an additional weight and authority to the author's
claims about the nature of reality, for example, as well as being a better
means of expressing them than formal logical reasoning.
Tibetan Buddhist thinkers commonly argue that ultimate reality
and its direct realization are beyond concepts, while all forms of literary
discourse-whether philosophical, poetic, devotional, or contemplative-are
necessarily conceptual. Their approach is informed by the twofold division
of mind and mental states into conceptual and nonconceptual. Because
concepts necessarily operate on the dualistic plane, and because words are
based on concepts, neither conceptual thinking nor verbal expression can
reach ultimate reality and its realization, which, it is argued, transcend
dualistic thinking and thus are ineffable and inexpressible. Yet Tibetan
thinkers also believe that some concepts and words can come closer to
reality and approximate or "express" it better than others. Consequently,
poetic expression can be and at times has been considered as more appropriate than reasoned argument for the articulation of the realization
of reality and related purportedly ineffable states, on the understanding
that those who have experienced such states cannot do expressive justice
to them through means less adequate to them.
Situated within and subservient to the practical goals of the above-mentioned Buddhist project, Buddhist philosophy first and foremost is seen by
Tibetan thinkers as the means of achieving those goals, rather than being
limited to analytical, rational modes of thinking aimed at understanding
the workings of things. The supposed existence of "purely" philosophical
Buddhist writings is further undermined by the constant intermingling of
scriptural citation and reasoning, and the composition of philosophical
arguments within literary genres not typically taken to be appropriate
formats for them. To explore these and other features of Buddhist philosophical literature, we turn now to the Elucidation of the Three Textual

Systems ofMadhyamaka: The Chariot of the Established Definitive Meaning
[Dbu ma'i gzhung lugs gsum gsal bar byed pa nges don grub pa'i shing rta]
and related writings.

.
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Let us now explore these texts in more detaU. WhUe our primary
focus will be on the Elucidation of the 1hree Textual Systems of Madhyamaka, to better understand Perna Karpo's commentary we should look
first at its root text, the Song of the View. (We will address Nagarjuna's
Wtsdom and Candrakirti's Engaging in Madhyamaka later.) The Song of
the View primarUy focuses on such phUosophical topics as conventional
reality, ultimate reality, the union of the two, and the results achieved
through realizing them. The main part of this short text-most of which
is daborated upon in the Elucidation of the 1hree Textual Systems ofMadhyamaka-is as follows:
In general, sentient beings circling in the three realms
Have various awakenings [byang chub] they aspire for,
Have different views ofI-grasping [ngar 'dzin Ita ba],
They have various modes of action [spyod tshul].
There are extremdy many views of self as the basis [gzhi

bdag tu Ita ba].
In accordance with your mindset
-Beings of little intelligenceThe omniscient Buddha said: "Everything exists."
In terms of the ultimate truth [don dam bden pal;
There is nothing-from demons to even buddhas themsdves.
There is no meditator [sgom pa po], no what is meditated
upon [bsgom bya],
No signs of the grounds [sa] and paths [lam] to be traversed,
No results-buddha-bodies [sku] and primordial mind lYe shes],
And therefore no nirv3.QaJust designations by names and words [ming dang tshig gis

btags pa tsam].
The three realms, together with inanimate and animate beings,
Are not established, not born from the beginning.
There is no basis [gzhi], no co-emergence [lhan cig skyes pal,
No karmas, no ripened results [rnam smin] of karmas.
Therefore, there is not even the name of sarpsara.
That's how it is in terms of the final meaning [mthar thug don].
Oh my! If sentient beings turned out to be nonexistent,
Then where did the buddhas of th~ three times emerge from?
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Since causeless results are impossible,
In terms of the conventional truth [kun rdzab bden pa]
The Sage said: "S3Jllsara and nirva~aEverything exists."
Existence-phenomenal appearance [dngas par snang ba]
And nonexistence-empty reality [stong pa'i ehas nyid]
Are of indivisible entity [nga ba dbyer med], of one taste [ra

geig].
Hence, neither self-cognition [rang rig] nor other-cognition
[gzhan rig] existEverything is the vast union [zung Jug yangs pa].
Wise ones realizing thusly
Do not see consciousness [rnam shes]-see primordial mind,
Do not see sentient beings-see buddhas,
Do not see subjects of reality [ehas ean] -see reality [ehas nyid].
With the might of compassion arisen from there,
Whichever buddha-qualities [sangs rgyas yon tan] they arePowers [stabs], fearlessnesses [mi Jigs], retention formulae
[gzungs], etc.Emerge in the manner of the precious jewel.
That is the extent of realization [rtags tshad] of myself, a yogin.
(Milarepa, 3-4)5
As these verses demonstrate, from a typically Madhyamaka perspective
Milarepa sings that while on the conventional level, and in agreement with
the mental capacities of his audience, the Buddha taught the existence
of sa'f!Zsara, nirva1')a, and other phenomena, nothing is asserted from the
ultimate standpoint. Neither production nor cessation, neither sa'f!Zsara nor
nirva't,la, nor any other phenomena exist; everything is merely conceptual
and verbal designation. Addressing those ideas in terms of contemplative
realization, Milarepa states that the one who realizes the union of phenomenal appearances and emptiness sees the nature of mind, reality, and
Buddhahood. That realization is not limited to a philosophical understanding of Buddhist ideas. Neither does it end with insight into reality
or emptiness per se. Rather, it brings forth compassion for other living
beings, and eventually culminates in the achievement ofBuddhahood whose
qualities emerge similarly to the precious jewel spontaneously granting
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wishes. Milarepa also indicates that this realization has been personally
achieved by himsel£
The Song ofthe View claims to be addressed to and sung in the midst
of the gathering of various divine beings, such as Tashi Tseringma (bkra
shis tshe ring ma) and others who, the text says, requested Milarepa to
teach them the extent of the realization that emerged from his heart-a
realization that is "the intent of the buddhas of the three times, tpe final
path-destination with nothing else beyond [mthar thug lam gyi skyel sa 'di
las med ces pa], a definitive Dharma [nges don gyichos zhig]." The Song as
a whole is structured in a traditional canonical form, including the opening
line, "Thus have I heard. Once upon a time ..."; the description of the
setting and the audience, where Milarepa is dwelling in the nirmtb)akdya
palace (sprul skut pho brang) of the Chubar (chu bar) hermitage surrounded
by the retinue of primordial mind deities (ye shes kyi lha) not different
from himself; and the ending, when human and nonhuman beings rejoice
in and praise Milarepa's teaching.
Overall, the settings of the text, its objectives, style, and contents
make clear that the Song of the View presents philosophical concepts as
a part of the broader network of Buddhist ideas, and also that it moves
beyond a purely philosophical discourse.
That approach is also reflected in the Elucidation of the Three Textual Systems of Madhyamaka to which we turn next. The major sections
of the text are as follows:
1. Negation of other systems
2. Presentation of one's own system
2.1. Identification of the holy dharma-wheels (chos kyi 'khor
10)
2.2. The ways of turning them as the antidotes of activities

(spyod pa'i gnyen po)
2.2.1. The mode of teaching all the interpretive and
definitive in terms of the interpretive meaning

(drangdon)
2.2.2. The mode of not teaching anything in terms of
the definitive meaning (nges don)
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2.2.3. Demonstrating that the two are truly noncontradictory
2.3. Divisions of the turnings into the three vehicles (theg
pa gsum) and the four types of proponents of tenets

(grub mtha smra ba bzhi)
2.4. From among them, determining Madhyamaka, the
current topic
2.4.1. Determining the basis-Madhyamaka (gzhi dbu
ma) as the two truths in union (bden gnyis zung

Jug)
2.4.1.1. The way of the basis-Madhyamaka abiding as the two truths
2.4.1.2. The purpose of the twofold division in
accordance with that abiding
2.4.1.3. Individually determining the two truths
with that purpose
2.4.1.3.1. Determining the conventional
truth
2.4.1.3.2. Determining the ultimate truth
2.4.1.3.3. Determining the two in union
2.4.2. Incorporating into experience (nyams su blang ba)
the path-Madhyamaka (lam dbu ma) as method
and wisdom in union (thabs shes zung Jug)
2.4.2.1. Demonstrating dependent origination
as the path-Madhyamaka
2.4.2.2. The mode of bringing it into experience
(nyams su len tshul) with true instructions (gdams ngag)
2.4.2.3. Subdivisions of the stages of manifest
realizations (mngon par rtogs pa'i sa)
through that
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2.4.3. Manifesting the result-Madhyamaka ('bras bu
dbu ma) as the two buddha-bodies in union (sku

gnyis zung Jug)
2.4.3.1. Brief demonstration
2.4.3.2. Extensive explanation
Even without looking at the contents of the text, we can see that
Perna Karpo does not treat Madhyamaka as just a system of thought
limited to that of its acclaimed founder Nagarjuna and his followers.
The outlines show that while the text starts as a phUosophical treatise
surveying different tenet systems with a view to negating those of others
and establishing one's own, the category of Madhyamaka is extended to
contemplative practices subsumed under the category of the path, as well
as the result of those practices-Buddhahood.
It should also be noted that when he outlines the overall Madhyamaka
system, Perna Karpo writes that Midhyamikas, unlike followers of other
systems. do not assert the extremes of existence, nonexistence, both, or
neither. And not only that-they do not accept even the freedom from
extremes wherein all extremes are abandoned (mtha'thams cad spangs pa'i
mtha' bra!) (Perna Karpo, 40). Such statements too make us question the
treatment of the Madhyamaka system as a kind of phUosophical project
aimed at forming a particular view of reality (more on that bdow).
At the beginning of the commentary, Perna Karpo introduces two
main figures whose teachings he will be addressing and who, he writes,
out of sheer compassion taught others in order to hdp them abandon all
views (Ita ha thams cad spang pa). The two are Nagirjuna, who taught
ultimate truth on the path of external scriptural statements and reasoning
(phy; lung dang rig {sic} pa'i lam), and Milarepa, who taught ultimate
truth from within the inner state of the self-cognizing primordial mind
arisen from contemplation (nang bsgom pa las byung ba'i so so rang rig
pa'i ye shes kyi ngang) (Perna Karpo, 7). Here, Perna Karpo indicates that
reality can be accessed and taught based on both phUosophical thinking
and contemplative realization. As we already know, in MUarepa's case it
is expressed in the form of a poetic song. Poetic expression here serves
the saine purpose as phUosophical reasoning. And in the case of both
types of teaching, their purpose, according to Perna Karpo, is not to
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form a particular position or articulate a particular philosophical system,
but rather to destroy or deconstruct all positions, all philosophical views.
Commenting on the first five lines of Milarepa's passage translated
above (commentary section 1), Pema Karpo presents and briefly refutes
non-Buddhist tenets (Pema Karpo, 9-15). He then proceeds to comment
on the next three lines (section 2.2.3). Explaining why the Buddha taught
such phenomena and ideas as the self, virtues, and nirval)a, he points out
the soteriological goal of leading individuals of lower, middling, and great
capacities on their respective paths of abandoning nonvirtues, attaining
liberation from sannara, and achieving Buddhahood. The soteriological
objective is pursued in the Madhyamaka teachings on emptiness too (Pema
Karpo, 17-20), despite the claim that in terms of definitive meaning the
Buddha taught nothing at all. Pema Karpo cites Nagarjuna's Wzsdom:
The thorough pacification of all objects of observation

[dmigs pal
And the thorough pacification of proliferations [spros pa] is
peace [zhi ba].
Nowhere, to no one did the Buddha
Teach any Dharma.
(Nagarjuna, 17a)6

In citing this and other passages, as well as in explaining why reality is
beyond words and thoughts, Pema Karpo makes a claim for the limitations
of conceptual thinking, and thus the limits of doing philosophy (Pema
Karpo, 23-25).
The line "In terms of the ultimate truth" from Milarepa becomes
the basis of an extensive discussion (section 2.3) of the three Buddhist
vehicles (those of fravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas) and the
four Buddhist tenet systems (Vaibha~ika, Sautrantika, Cittamatra, and
Madhyamaka) as, among other things, the means of realizing (to a lesser or
greater extent) the ultimate reality. Here, Pema Karpo treats those systems
not just as vehicles of philosophical tenets but as the means of reaching
contemplative realizations and other practical objectives. For example, he
discusses how, through familiarizing themselves with the understanding that
the whole universe is just consciousness (rnam par shes pa tsam), Cittamatra
followers see by means of self-cognition (rang rig) just the inexpressible
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phenomenon (brjod du med pa'i dngos po) (Perna Karpo, 39).7 He also
explains how Svatantrika Madhyamikas use Madhyamaka reasoning to
generate a form of inferential cognition (rjes dpag) that severs conceptual
proliferations. On the path, furthermore, through familiarizing themselves
with the continuity of that inferential cognition, with scriptural statements,
and their guru's instructions, they generate wisdom directly realizing reality
as it is. Finally, when that wisdom has been fully developed, they achieve
Buddhahood (Perna Karpo, 46).
All this makes clear that Perna Karpo does not treat Madhyamaka
and Madhyamikas as just philosophy and philosophers. He puts both the
"philosopher" Nagarjuna and the "poet-yogin" Milarepa into the same
category of Madhyamikas. He also presents Buddhist systems not just as
philosophical ideas but as a part of the broader Buddhist project, and as
the means of achieving its soteriological objectives. He follows the same
approach in the main part of the commentary (section 2.4), which is
split into three sections discussing what he parses as the three types of
Madhyamaka: those of the basis, path, and result.
In the first subsection (2.4.1), which is the most "philosophical" of
the three and heavily reliant on the Engaging in Madhyamaka with its
auto-commentary, Perna Karpo goes into the "standard". discussion of the
nature of the two truths, how and why the two are perceived, the reasons
why their twofold division is made, and related topics. When commenting
on the Song of the View's lines addressing the ultimate truth (i.e., those
beginning, "In terms of the ultimate truth; and ending, "That's how
it is in terms of the final meaning"), Perna Karpo cites and comments
on Madhyamaka arguments given in the twenty-seven chapters of the
Wisdom, such as the argument negating production from oneself. other,
both, and neither.
When addressing the inexpressibility of the ultimate truth, Perna Karpo
relies on scriptural statements from the SiUra Teaching the Conventional and
Ultimate Truths [Aryasanzvrtiparamdrthasatyanirdefandmamahdydnasutra,
'Phags pa kun rdzob dang don dam pat bden pa bstan pa zhes bya ba theg
pa chen po'i mdo]8 and songs of Milarepa and Tilopa (Tillipa), suggesting
thereby that the inexpressible nature of the ultimate truth is better expressed
in writings other than strictly philosophical ones. The sutra passage he
cites says that the ultimate truth is beyond even the objects of a buddha's
omniscient mind, and that it cannot be expressed or taught (Sutra Teaching
the Conventional and Ultimate Truths 247a-b). And Tilopa's quote reads:
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Oh! This is the self-cognizing primordial mind [rang rig ye shes]
Beyond the way of speech, not an object of intellect [yid kyi

spyod yul].
I, Tillipa, have nothing to teach.
It is to be known as itself illustrating itself [rang gis rang nyid

mtshon].
(in Perna Karpo, 75)9
This section also discusses the soteriological importance of teaching
and understanding the two truths, as well as of utUizing the conventional
truth-within which concepts such as sa171sara, nirva1',la, and emptiness
operate-in order to realize the ultimate truth, which transcends them
all. In particular, Perna Karpo (96-97) elaborates on the Wisdom's verse
addressing the practical objective of teaching emptiness by buddhas,
which-once again-is not to form a particular phUosophical view but
to transcend all views, including that of emptiness:
Victors taught emptiness

As relinquishing all views.
Those who view emptiness
Were taught as unsuitable for accomplishment.
(Nagarjuna 8a)1O
At the end of the section he explains how one becomes free from
conceptual proliferations based on emptiness, which is characterized by
the complete pacification of all such proliferations, and how one thereby
becomes free from afflictions and karmas, and attains freedom from rebirth.
The section concludes with the following statement:

In sum, the [following] two are well established as non-contradictory: Whatever is taught as the means of taming ['dul
ba] respective persons-all the existence, nonexistence, etc.-is
suitable for acceptance in the respective scopes of their [minds];
in terms of a buddha's vision [sangs rgyas kyi gzigs pal, there
is nothing to accept. (Perna Karpo, 114)11
The Buddhist teachings, including different systems of thought, are thereby
presented as skUlful means aimed at benefiting particular individuals, whUe
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in the long run-as long as the actual enlightened vision is concernedthere are not any views at all to accept or reject.
The second and largest subsection of the work (2.4.2) outlines such
practices as the contemplation of reality in combination with the cultivation of compassion and other contemplative techniques. This section
demonstrates well how Madhyamaka thought extends beyond purely philosophical discourse and is incorporated into the broader Buddhist project.
In its short first division (2.4.2.1), Perna Karpo (114-15) elaborates on
two verses from Nagarjuna's "Wisdom, in particular the one that presents
emptiness/ dependent origination as the Madhyamaka path:
What is dependent originationThat is explained as emptiness.
That is the dependent designation [brten nas gdags pa].
Precisely that is the Madhyamaka path.
(Nagarjuna, 15a)12
The second and longer division (2.4.2.2) addresses the ways of practicing the Madhyamaka path. Here. Perna Karpo presents what he calls
the "analytical meditation of learned pa1J,t!itas" (mkhas pa pa1J,t!i ta'i dpyad
bsgom) and the "stabilizing meditation of mendicant yogis" (ku sa li'i Jog
sgom). Their difference is as follows: the former consists' of analyzing persons
and phenomena through scriptural statements and reasoning. not finding
anything within the scope of that analyzing mind, and then placing the
mind in a state of calm abiding (zhi gnas) within the continuity of that
non-findability. In the latter case, from the beginning, without initial analysis, one tries to achieve calm abiding on the nature of mind. The two are
not different in their ways of accomplishing special insight (lhag mthong)
after calm abiding has been achieved (Perna Karpo, 115-17). He thereby
effectively proposes that one can achieve realization of reality explained
in Madhyamaka with or without utilizing Madhyamaka reasoning per se.13
Next, he proceeds to give practical instructions, supported by ample
citations from sutras and Madhyamaka texts, on the actual meditation
process (similar instructions are also found in many other contemplative
manuals dealing with the cultivation of the view of reality): one starts with
such fundamental Mahayana practices as the generation of compassion and
bodhicitta, then places the mind in a state of not thinking about anything.
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From there one moves to analyzing, through Madhyamaka reasoning, self
and all other phenomena, and ends up not finding anything. One then
proceeds to cultivating meditative equipoise (mnyam par gzhag pa) and
subsequent attainment (rjes la thob pa), the union of method and wisdom,
and perfections (pha rol tu phyin pa) (Pema Karpo, 117-29). By explaining
how the Madhyamaka view is incorporated into contemplative practice,
Pema Karpo shows the application of the understanding of reality, which
can initially be based on philosophical arguments but is meant to extend
far beyond that into the realm of different contemplative states. Again
and again, we see that the philosophical understanding of reality and the
intellectual tools (such as Madhyamaka reasoning) used to achieve it are
presented as only a small-albeit highly important-part of the broader
network of Buddhist ideas and practices-the broader Buddhist project.
The third and longest division (2.4.2.3) addresses the bodhisattva's
progress through the ten stages of the path to Buddhahood. Here, Pema
Karpo connects the discussion of a short passage of Milarepa's Song (starting
with "Wise ones realizing thusly" and ending with "Do not see subjects of
reality") with extensive comments on Candrakirti's Engaging in Madhyamaka verses on the ten stages. He starts by commenting, among others,
on the Engaging in Madhyamaka's verse which points out how realization
of reality, combined with other distinctivdy Mahayana mental states such
as great compassion and bodhicitta, works as a cause of progressing on the
path and eventually attaining Buddhahood and its resultant activities, such
as teaching lrdvakas and pratyekabuddhas:
Sravakas and middling buddhas [i.e., pratyekabuddhas) are
born from mighty sages [i.e., buddhasJ.
Buddhas are born from bodhisattvas.
Compassionate thought [snying rje'i sems), non-dual mind

[gnyil' su med blo),
And bodhicitta are the causes of the victors' sons [i.e.,
bodhisattvas) .
{Candrakirti 201b, c£ Pema Karpo, 125-29)14
Pema Karpo proceeds to comment in detail on each of the ten
stages addressed in Candrakirti's text, and at the end of the subsection
also discusses such supernatural qualities one achieves on the ten stages
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as seeing myriad buddhas, shaking myriad universes, traveling to myriad
realms, opening myriad Dharma doors, manifesting myriad bodies, and so
forth (with the number of what one sees, shakes, manifests, etc., increasing on each stage) (Perna Karpo, 130-62). This part of the work too,
therefore, clearly presents the Madhyamaka philosophical views as a part
of the broader network of ideas and practices, as well as results of those
ideas being put into practice.
In the third subsection (2.4.3), Perna Karpo moves even further away
from philosophical discourse. Continuing to use Candrakirti's text while
commenting on Milarepa's Song (starting with "see reality"), he expands
the discussion to the state of Buddhahood achieved as a result of the
aforementioned practices, and qualified by the cessation of all ordinary
minds and mental states, the spontaneous manifestation of the three
buddha-bodies, and the effortless bringing of benefit to living beings in
millions of universes.
Throughout the text, we notice an interesting feature of Perna
Karpo's interpretive approach. Relying on, among others, citations from
Milarepa, Nagarjuna, and Candrakirti, Perna Karpo treats words and
concepts-including philosophical ideas and Madhyamaka reasoning-as
the means of accessing and incorporating into contemplative experience
an ultimate reality that is beyond words and concepts, and hence beyond
the realm of philosophical thought, which by definition is conceptual. We
see that in different places: where, for instance, Perna Karpo outlines the
Madhyamaka philosophical project, where he addresses the inexpressible
nature of the ultimate, where he discusses how one puts into contemplative practice the Madhyamaka view, and where he discusses the state of
Buddhahood achieved as the result of practicing the Mahayana path. It
is also notable that in those sections philosophical reasoning gives way
to scriptural statements; statements, that is, which at least in part derive
from texts whose main focus is not philosophical per se.

Broader Vistas of the Buddhist Philosophical Literature
Someone with a narrow view on the nature of philosophy will surely
be perplexed with how broad the scope of the Elucidation of the Three
Textual Systems of Madhyamaka is. As we have seen, here Perna Karpo
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presents a sophisticated philosophical view of reality which he views as
transcending all views. He elaborates on the ways by which that view, in
combination with other elements of the Buddhist path, is to be incorporated
into practice. He oudines incomprehensible features of the final result of
Buddhahood which transcends the scope of dualistic thinking altogether.
He makes clear that neither this view of reality, nor its contemplative
realization or transcendent buddha-qualities achieved as a result, can
be comprehended based on reasoned thinking alone. And many textual
passages he comments on or evokes in support of his discussion go far
beyond what one would expect from purely philosophical literature. All
in all, Perna Karpo provides us with the view of not just three texts, but
a broad vista of the interconnected network of views and ideas presented
together as the Madhyamaka system.
What's more, many characteristic features of Perna Karpo's approach
are also found in the Indian sources he refers to-Nagarjuna's Wisdom and
Candrakirti's Engaging in Madhyamaka with its auto-commentary-works
that are usually treated as representative of Madhyamaka philosophy.
While it is true that for the most part the Wisdom focuses on Madhyamaka reasoning or the so-called negative dialectics negating fundamental
reality of all phenomena, it is far from being limited to just that. It does
deconstruct such key Buddhist categories as nirvdr)a and Buddhahood,
not to mention such ordinary concepts as moving or production. Yet it
explicidy presents the view of emptiness based on such reasoning as a means
of achieving nirvdr)a, describes the development of sarpsdra through the
twelve links of dependent origination and explains how all those links are
destroyed through the destruction of ignorance by meditation on reality,
pays respect to the Buddha as the one who out of compassion taught
Dharma for the sake of relinquishing all views, discusses in an affirmative
way what virtuous and nonvirtuous karmas are and what kinds of karmas
were taught by the Buddha, elaborates on how one relinquishes afflictions
through relinquishing conceptual proliferations, and explains that the one
who sees dependent origination sees all the four truths. Nagatjuna thereby
explicidy presents his philosophical project as a means of understanding
the teachings of the Buddha, and articulates its soteriological objectives,
such as nirvdr)a.
Similarly, we saw that Candrakitri's Engaging in Madhyamaka places
the philosophical discussion of reality within the framework of the Mahayana
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path. At the beginning, Candrakirti indicates that the cultivation of such
distinctively Mahayana mental states as great compassion and bodhicitta
is indispensable for accessing the direct realization of ultimate reality. It
comes as no surprise then. that although his text primarily deals with
the nature and realization of emptiness. it starts with a eulogy to great
compassion as the cause ofBuddhahood (the verse cited above). Candrakirti proceeds to explain how, equipped with the realization of reality
combined with other elements of the Buddhist path, such as compassion.
and accompanied by incomprehensible visions of numerous buddha fields,
the acquisition of supernatural powers, etc.. a bodhisattva progresses on
the Mahayana path and finally achieves Buddhahood. In the process, Candrakirti elaborates on the nature and qualities of each of the ten stages of
the path to Buddhahood and the state of Buddhahood itself, and explains
how bodhisattvas cultivate and accumulate positive qualities and wisdom
regarding emptiness. how they enter different contemplative states, and
how, close to the end of their journey, they receive empowerments from
buddhas. In addition, the Engaging in Madhyamaka's auto-commentary
is saturated with lengthy scriptural statements from sutras as the means
of both supporting Candrakirti's arguments and demonstrating how his
ideas do not contradict the teachings attributed to the Buddha himself.
'Thereby, Candrakirti too firmly anchors his philosophical project within
the more broadly soteriological religious context which extends far beyond
a merely philosophical one.
'The foregoing discussion should have sufficiently demonstrated how
problematic the rigid distinction between purely philosophical and nonphilosophicalliterature is in the context of Tibetan philosophical writings. As
we have seen, those writings are embedded in the religious. soteriological
context of the broader Buddhist project, wherein philosophical thinking
plays a role subservient and/or/insofar as merely conducive to achieving
objectives such as nirvar,ta. 'The view of reality articulated in Madhyamaka
literature is not presented as an end in itself. but as something to put into
practice or "incorporate into experience" (which is the literal translation of
nyams su len pa, the Tibetan term for "practice"). And that incorporation
into experience in turn is expected to result in eventual abandonment
of all views, including that of Madhyamaka. All these elements taken
together indicate that the Madhyamaka project transcends the realm of

WHERE "PHILOSOPHY" AND "LITERATURE" CONVERGE

305

"pure philosophy" limited to rational, analytical, reasoning-based inquiry
and understanding.
We have also seen that in Tibetan Madhyamaka writings, the reasoning-based philosophical discourse is intricately combined with other modes
of thought and expression, such as the poetic expression of personal realization or contemplative instructions. Like reasoning, scriptural statements
deriving from sources other than purely philosophical also comprise an
important part of Tibetan philosophical writings, thereby positioning them
beyond the realm of "pure philosophy" and in the realm of what can be
classified as nonphilosophical literature. And, as we have also seen, even
those canonical texts cited by Tibetan thinkers that are usually treated
as representative of Buddhist philosophical literature are far from being
limited to purely philosophical works, as they too are embedded in and
articulate the broader Buddhist religious and soteriological project.
All this indicates that as far as Tibetan philosophical writings are
concerned, maintaining a rigid separation between the realms of purely
philosophical and nonphilosophicalliterature-and by extension between
literature and philosophy-is of litde value, if not downright counterproductive. Rather, the rich, multilayered, and multiconnected nature of
Tibetan .philosophical writings invites us to rethink the either/or divide
between philosophy and literature and its applicability to Buddhism. It
is my hope, therefore, that the closer we look at Tibetan writings on
Madhyamaka and other philosophical systems, the murkier and thinner
that divide will appear to be, until one day it might occur that it never
existed at all.

Notes

1. As Rupert Gethin puts it, in the Buddhist thought the discussion of
such key categories as dependent origination, selflessness, and n;rva7)a "is not
pursued as an end in itself but subordinated to the notion of the spiritual path,
which is hardly true of the discussion of causality, change and metaphysics in
western thought" (Gethin 2001, 19).
2. As Christian Coseru points out, "Modem definitions of philosophy
restrict its domain of activity only to that type of thinking which operates as a
rational and critical appraisal of all modes of knowledge, including knowledge
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itsd£ It is largdy this definition that is partly responsible for the false dichotomy between rational or argumentative and interpretive or speculative that has
often been used to dissociate analytic from phenomenological and hermeneutical
philosophy. and more generally Western from non-Western philosophy." (Coseru
2012. 19).
3. As examples. one can cite the Writings on the Holy Dharma of Single
Intent [Dam chos dgongs pa gcig pa'i yig cha] by Sherap Jungne (shes rab 'byung
gnas) (1187-1241) (Sherap Jungne 1976) presenting teachings of the seminal
Drigung Kagyii ('bri gung bka' brgyud) thinker Drigung Kyoppa Jikten Gonpo
('bri gung skyobs pa Jig nen mgon po. 1143-1217). which heavily utilizes scriptural statements. and the Three Types of Vows [Sdom gsum rab dhye] composed
by the towering figure of the Sakya (sa skya) tradition Sakya Pal1Qita Kiinga
Gydtsen (sa sleya pafJdita kun dga'rgyal mtshan) (1182-1251) (Sakya Pal1Qita
Kiinga Gydtsen n.d.) which presents a more balanced amount of both reasoning and scriptural statements. Both texts deal with multiple aspects of ~uddhist
philosophy and practice.
4. At the very beginning of his auto-commentary. Candrakirti explains that
he composed the Engaging in Madhyamaka in order to engage with Nagarjuna's
treatise. The Explanation of "'Engaging in Madhyamaka" is thus heavily saturated
with citations from and detailed comments on Nagarjuna's Wisdom.

5. spyir khams gsum 'khor ba'i sems can la II 'dod pal byang chub sna tshogs
yod II ngar 'dzin ita ba tha dad yod II de dag spyod tshui sna' tshogs yod II gzhi
bdag tu Ita ba shin tu mang II khyed blo dman mams kyi blo ngo dang II bstun
nas kun mkhyen sangs rgyas kyis II thams cad yod ces gsungs pa yin II don dam
bden pa'i dbang du ni II bgegs pas sangs rgyas nyid kyang med II sgom pa po med
bsgom bya med II bgrod bya sa dang lam rtags med II 'bras bu sku dang ye shes med
II de phyir mya ngan 'das pa med II ming dang tshig giys btags pa tsam II khams
gsum brtan dang g.yo bar bcas II gdod nas ma grub skye ba med II gzhi med /han
cig skyes pa med II las dang las kyi mam smin med II de phyir 'khor bal ming
yang med II mthar thug don la de Itar gda' II e ma sems can med gyur na II dus
gsum sangs rgyas ci las byung II rgyu med 'bras bu mi srid pas II kun rdzob bden
pa'i dbang du ni II 'khor ba dang ni mya ngan 'das II thams cad yod ces thub pas
gsungs II yod pa dngos por snang ba dang II med pa stong pal chas nyid gnyis II
ngo bo dbyer med ro gcig pas II rang rig gzhan rig yod min te II thams cad zung
Jug yangs pa yin II de itar rtogs pal mkhas pa yis II rnam shes ma mthong ye shes
mthong II sems can ma mthong sangs rgyas mthong II chos can ma mthong chos
nyid mthong II de las snying rje'i shugs phyung $Ie II stobs dang mi Jigs gzungs la
sogs II sangs rgyas yon tan gang yin pa II nor bu rin chen tshul du 'byung II de
mal 'byor nga yi nogs tshad yin. All translations are my own.
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6. dmigs pa thams cad nyer zhi zhing II spros pa nyer zhi zhi ba ste II sangs
rgyas kyis ni gang du yang II su la'ang chos ga ma bstan to.
7. A common claim made by Tibetan thinkers, including Perna Karpo,
is that in contrast to the Madhyamaka system, which presents ultimate reality
as the complete freedom from proliferations transcending all notions of things,
non-things, etc., Cittamatra presents it as a phenomenon or a thing qualified by
freedom from all notions of existence, nonexistence, and so forth.
8. Perna Karpo calls it the Noble [Sutra on} Engaging in the Two Truths

['Phags pa bden pa gnyis la Jug pa].
9. kye ho ai ni rang rig ye shes te II ngag gi lam 'das yid kyi spyod yul min
II tilli ngas ni ci yang bstan du med II rang gis rang nyid mtshon te shes par byos.
10. rgyal ba rnams kyis stond pa nyid II Ita kun nges par 'byung bar gsungs
II gang dag stong pa nyid Ita ba II de dag bsgrub tu med par gsungs. Perna Karpo's
text reads nges par 'byin pa in the second line.
11. mdor bsdu na gang dang gang gis 'dul ba la de dang de bstan pa gang
zag de dang det ngor yod med sogs thams cad khas blang du rung ba dang I sangs
rgyas kyi gzigs pa la bltos nas ci yang khas blang du med pa gnyis mi gal bar legs
par grub pa yin no.
12. rten cing 'brei par 'byung ba gang II de ni stong pa nyid du bshad II de
ni brten nas gdags pa ste II de ni dbu ma'i lam yin no.
13. This is a common claim made by followers of Tibetan contemplative
traditions, 'such as Mahamudra (phyag rgya chen po) and Ozokchen (rd;ongs chen),
whose views in large part derive from tantric Buddhism.

14. nyan thos sangs rgyas 'bring rnams thub dbang skyes II sangs rgyas byang
chub sems pa las 'khrungs zhing II snying rjet sems dang gnyis su med blo dang II
byang chub sems ni rgyal sras rnams kyi rgyu.
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